I n the summer of 2008, I received an unexpected phone call from my wife, Mariam, asking me to leave my office at the university as soon as possible and come meet her at her store in downtown South Bend. I was surprised at this, since she did not normally work on Thursdays, but on this particular day, and for reasons that are no longer remembered, she had decided to pay a brief visit to one of her employees. On the phone, she had simply asked me, "Can you come soon? I'll explain when you get here." When I arrived, I found her sitting at the back of the store with three people I had never seen before. A tall distinguished looking man with salt-and-pepper hair and a short-clipped beard in a grey sport coat was sitting beside a woman wearing a tunic and a headscarf. In another chair, also wearing a headscarf, was a young girl. The man was looking at me smiling. "I'd like to introduce you to the Rasoulipours," said Mariam. "They're from Iran." The man rose to his feet, still smiling, and extended his hand to me. "Rasoul Rasoulipour," 1 he said. After we exchanged names, Mariam added, "He studied in India, in Pune." "Really?" I said. "Where in Pune did you study?" "At the University of Poona," 2 he answered, still smiling. "In the department of philosophy." I noticed immediately the refined gentleness of his speech. "I studied at the University of Poona, too," I said, a bit amazed. "In the Sanskrit department." "Yes, I know," he replied. "Your wife told me." Pune is the city where my wife grew up and where I had lived as a student for five years. The friendly Iranian man and I therefore had much in common.
I soon learned that Rasoul had earned a doctorate in the philosophy of religion, and that he had studied the teachings of other religions in addition to his own Shiite Muslim faith. Comparing faith traditions was, therefore, another thing we had in common, since I taught the relationship of Christianity to other religions at Notre Dame. At that first meeting, I also learned that the name of Rasoul's wife was Maryam, the same as my wife's name, only with a slight variation in spelling. Their daughter, Fatemeh, who was sitting so quietly, was ten years old, the same age as our daughter, Karina. "Well," I thought to myself, "if this is not divine providence bringing us together, I don't know what is."
3 Maryam, Rasoul's wife, had come to the store that day only because someone at the mall had recommended my wife's boutique as a place where she might find clothing more suitable to her taste. Rasoul joined her there a bit later that afternoon. The fact is that, if the two women had not met at that very hour, our families might never have met and become friends. And Rasoul might never have become my colleague in the department of Theology.
When I think back on this unlikely first encounter, I am reminded of the teaching on divine providence given in Vatican II's "Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions," known by its Latin opening words Nostra Aetate ("In our time"). It is well known that this document-more than any other-ushered in a new era of positive Catholic relations with other religions. But even more than its very affirming presentations of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam in articles 2 and 3, 4 and with Judaism in article 4, what strikes me now when I think of my friendship with Rasoul is a passage that appears already in article 1: God's "providence, His manifestations of goodness, His saving design extend to all men."
5 That means whether we are believers, agnostics or atheists, whether we are Christians or Muslims, or belong to no religion at all, God is at work in our lives, the God who, according to Jesus, knows the number of hairs on our head (Luke 12:7, Matthew 10:30) . God is active in the lives of everyone. Today more than ever we recognize that God is bringing together people of different backgrounds and faiths, in order to foster a greater unity, love, and justice on earth. Ultimately, according to the teaching of Christians and Muslims, this unity will reach its completion in the full and final communion with a loving Creator in the resurrection. I believe it was divine providence that brought our two families together that day from such great distances and across religious boundaries, and it is this shared conviction that has provided the foundation upon which our friendship has been built.
There are other examples from Rasoul's life that, in the light of faith, might be seen as instances of divine play at work. I remember during that same summer, while we were at lunch, how Rasoul asked me what had caused Notre Dame to become such a famous Catholic university. I told him that, more than anything else, it was due to the work of Father
